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Engaging with Bourdieu’s theory of practice: An empirical tool for 
exploring school students’ technology practice 
This paper presents Bourdieu’s theory of practice as a tool for exploring school 
students’ technology practice in empirical research. We provide educational 
technology researchers with an accessible introduction to the theory of practice. 
We then detail the conceptual, methodological and analytic application of the 
theory of practice in two educational technology studies. The application of the 
theory in the two studies highlights the potential of the sociological framing for 
informing a robust critical research agenda and understanding the circumstances 
that contribute to digital inequalities. Practically, knowledge gained through 
theoretically informed research is critical for researchers, governments, schools 
and teachers in working to overcome digital inequalities. 
Keywords: Bourdieu’s theory of practice; school student; technology practice; 
digital inequality; research methods  
 
Introduction 
International research over the past 15 years shows consistent patterns of digital 
inequality in school students’ digital skills and knowledge (OECD, 2010, 2015). This is 
despite increased access to cheaper and more accessible technologies, significant 
international investment in infrastructure and development of policy and curriculum 
aimed to support the development of digital skills and knowledge. The persistence of 
such patterns suggests that addressing digital inequalities is more complex than 
improved access, policy and curriculum. Educational technology research must explore 
the reasons behind patterns of inequality in digital skills and knowledge in order to 
better understand students’ learning needs. We argue that such work would benefit from 
the application of a robust sociological lens to frame understanding of students’ 
technology practice. This paper presents Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1990) as one 
example of practice theory that has been applied in other areas of educational and social 
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research to explore social disparities. We use the term ‘technology practice’ throughout 
this paper to acknowledge that students’ experience, including skills and knowledge, 
with technology is more complex than what young people do with technology. The term 
practice recognises the act as embedded in the context as a meaning-making, structuring 
activity including the social and cultural relations, systems and structures, and 
significance the practice has in the individual’s life (Nicolini, 2012). The aim of this 
paper is twofold. First, the value of the theory of practice in educational technology 
research will be discussed. Second, the theoretical constructs are introduced and 
examples of the conceptual, methodological and analytic application in two doctoral 
studies  are presented (Apps, 2015; Beckman, 2015). It is intended that the concise and 
practical introduction to the theory of practice in educational technology may serve as a 
guide to educational technology researchers, particularly those with a developing 
understanding of Bourdieu’s sociology, to explore students’ technology practice.  
Background 
Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1990) is a set of thinking tools for analysing complex and 
subtle social structures and relationships that contribute to differences in an individual’s 
practice (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). The application of the theory of practice to 
educational settings has made significant contributions to understanding the role that 
schools and education systems play in reinforcing social and cultural inequalities. For 
many students, the school and classroom operate on a different set of stakes, power 
relations, resources and struggles to other fields, such as their homes. This difference is 
greater for some students than others, as school often assumes dominant middle class 
culture, values and attitudes. Thus, students from other backgrounds tend to be 
disadvantaged at school, regardless of how diverse and rich their experience (Henry, 
Knight, Lingard, & Taylor, 2006). The theory of practice offers a way of empirically 
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understanding not just what schools do to students, but how they do it (Mills, 2008).   
The emerging body of educational technology research that has applied the 
theory of practice in school settings highlights the potential of the sociological framing 
to provide a deep situated understanding about how and why digital inequalities occur 
(Beckman, Apps, Bennett, & Lockyer, 2018). For example, findings from this research 
suggest that students’ technology practice is influenced by their dispositions or 
inclinations towards technology, which influences how they engage with technology, 
seek technology-based experiences and perceive technology possibilities (Beckman, 
Bennett, & Lockyer, 2014; Johnson, 2009; Kapitzke, 2000; North, Snyder, & Bulfin, 
2008; Robinson, 2011; Taylor, 2005). Further, students’ technology practice is shaped 
by the social aspects of their experiences via cultures of technology use, particularly 
through networks of supports and social exchanges (referred to as capital) (Selwyn, 
2004). Access to such social and cultural capital is critical to build digital skills and 
frames our conceptualisation of future possibilities with technology. Students from 
middle class, privileged families tend to have larger stocks of the kind of formal 
technology-related capital valued in school than their peers from less privileged homes 
(Bulfin & North, 2007; Cranmer, 2006; Hollingworth, Mansaray, Allen, & Rose, 2011; 
North et al., 2008). Because of this, many educational experiences that aim to increase 
digital skills and competencies reproduce existing social and digital inequality. Moving 
beyond a binary view of digital inequality, a small body of research has focused on 
exploring the strategies that highly motivated and skilled students, from a range of 
family backgrounds, seek to expand their digital skills, knowledge and networks 
(capital) (Apps, 2015; Robinson, 2011, 2014). This research demonstrates the value of 
employing Bourdieu’s theory of practice in educational technology research to reveal 
factors which work to enable and constrain technology practice. This is important for 
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educational technology researchers in order to better inform initiatives to overcome 
digital inequality. Understanding individual and contextual factors that limit the impact 
of school curriculum designed to build digital skills and knowledge is the first step 
towards more transformative teaching and learning practices.  
While Bourdieu’s work offers a conceptual, methodological and analytical lens 
to examine digital inequality, it is has been criticised for its density and inaccessibility 
(Jenkins, 2014). We propose challenges associated with the accessibility of the 
theoretical constructs and perceived relevance to educational technology research may 
be a barrier to uptake. We suggest that such criticisms may be a result, in part, of the 
inexplicit and partial description of the application of the theory in research 
methodologies.  
This paper seeks to addresses such challenges by providing educational 
technology researchers with an accessible introduction to the theory of practice. To do 
this, we first provide an overview of Bourdieu’s thinking tools. We then discuss the 
theory’s empirical application to educational technology research conceptually, 
methodologically and analytically, by presenting its application in two studies (Apps, 
2015; Beckman, 2015). The operationalisation of the theory and application in the two 
studies highlights the potential of this sociological framing in educational technology 
research for understanding the circumstances that contribute to digital inequality. 
Finally, we invite researchers to employ Bourdieu’s theory to explore technology 
practice and share their research design with transparency, to support further 
development and critique of its application in educational technology research. 
The theory of practice – An overview of Bourdieu’s thinking tools  
Bourdieu’s theory of practice is a set of ‘thinking tools’ for analysing the ‘life worlds’ 
of individuals through empirical investigations (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Bourdieu 
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expressed this as an equation: [(habitus) (capital)] + field = practice] (Bourdieu, 1984, 
p. 101). Practice refers to an individual’s actions and behaviour, which results from the 
relations between one’s dispositions (habitus) and one’s position in a field (capital), 
within the current state of play of that social arena (field) (Maton, 2012).  
Habitus encompasses the dispositions that influence individuals to become who 
they are (Bourdieu, 1990). Habitus operates below the level of calculation and 
consciousness, underlying the conditioning and orienting practices by providing 
individuals with a sense of how to act and respond “without consciously obeying rules 
explicitly exposed as such” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 76). Habitus is ‘structured’ by one’s 
past and present circumstances, such as family upbringing and educational experiences. 
It is also generative, in that one’s habitus helps to shape one’s present and future 
practices. It is a ‘structure’ in that it is systematically ordered (Maton, 2012). Habitus 
disposes actors to do certain things, orienting actions and inclinations without strictly 
determining them (Mills, 2008). For Bourdieu, habitus is fundamentally connected to 
the field(s) within which it is developed (Bourdieu, 1984). Hence, practices are not 
simply the result of one’s habitus but rather of relations between one’s habitus and 
conditions within the field (Maton, 2012).  
Fields, according to Bourdieu, are “networks of social relations, structured 
systems of social position within which struggles or manoeuvres take place over 
resources, stakes and access” (Everett, 2002, p. 60). The field functions like a game. All 
play the same game, though not necessarily consciously so or with the same advantage 
(Bourdieu, 1984). Society as a whole is a field structured according to relations of 
domination. Society also contains a range of fields, and should be seen as the dominant 
field from which other fields are never fully separated (Peillon, 1998). Habitus and field 
are relational structures, and it is the relation between these structures that provides the 
 6 
key for understanding practice. Each helps to shape the other and, significantly, both are 
also evolving, so relations between habitus and field are ongoing, dynamic and partial 
(Maton, 2012).  
Bourdieu describes capital as the currency of the field (Grenfell, 2009). More 
specifically, capital acts as a social relation within a system of exchange. Bourdieu 
(1986) described three types of capital: economic, social and cultural capital. Economic 
capital includes one’s material wealth. Cultural capital can be described as knowledge, 
skills, taste, aesthetic and cultural preferences, which may be: embodied; objectified via 
material resources or institutionalised qualifications. Social capital includes one’s 
contacts, affiliations and network(s) including the ability to derive benefit from these 
networks of connections (Bourdieu & Richardson, 1986). All forms of capital are 
located within a system of competition and exchange whereby different capitals have 
different values in different fields. Put simply, this means that capital is not fixed, either 
within or across fields, or accumulated over time, and most capital can be exchanged 
into other forms.  
The application of habitus, field and capital allows researchers to conceptualise 
and explore school student’s technology use as a social practice, embedded in the 
contexts and purposes for which the technology is used. In this way, one’s habitus is 
generative of the types of technology practices they may, or may not, be inclined to 
engage with and experience. As habitus is both a structuring and structured construct, a 
student’s technological dispositions are shaped by the fields in which they operate and 
the technology practices they engage with. To illustrate the relational nature of these 
constructs, we present a hypothetical example. A student whose family encourages the 
use of technology for learning in the home may positively perceive similar uses at 
school. A student with these experiences may also be oriented toward or inclined to use 
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technology for learning in various fields (disposition). Alternatively, a different student 
whose family uses technologies predominantly for leisure, may perceive technology 
practices in the school field as unfamiliar, difficult or irrelevant (Beckman et al., 2018). 
This is not to say the latter student has a deficit of skills and knowledge. As a deeper 
analysis of this student’s home field, including the rules surrounding technology use, 
and orientation towards social or leisurely practices may reveal opportunities to develop 
less valued forms of cultural capital (e.g. time and freedom afforded to the student to 
operate in online gaming fields). Through this practice in the online field the student 
connects to other gamers to develop sophisticated gaming and online content creation 
skills. Extending this example, an understanding of the latter students’ technology 
practice reveals opportunity to make connections between the fields of technology 
practice to develop formal school-based digital skills and knowledge for content 
creation.   
 ‘Technological capital’ is a useful conceptual expansion of Bourdieu’s capital 
(1986), highlighting different forms that can be measured in terms of a person’s 
technology experience, while revealing the extent to which social class can play a role 
in technology use and proficiency (Selwyn, 2004). This conceptual work draws on the 
construct capital to explain the mediating role of economic, cultural and social resources 
in shaping individuals’ relationships to digital technologies. For example, the student 
above may be able to convert social and cultural capital, which they accumulated in the 
online gaming field into digital skills and knowledge valued in school field. This capital 
accumulation could support the student’s further acquisition of digital skills and 
knowledge at school that is not typical of a student with narrow home experiences of 
technology.   
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The theory of ‘research’ practice – empirical tools  
The theory of practice is a theory of ‘research’ practice, intended to be exercised as an 
empirical tool (Grenfell, 2014). In this section, we discuss the empirical application of 
the theory of practice to educational technology research across three stages of 
empirical research: conceptually, methodologically and analytically (Grenfell, 2012; 
Hardy, 2012). To illustrate the application of the tools to educational technology 
research we draw on two recent doctoral studies as examples (Apps, 2015; Beckman, 
2015). Studies One and Two investigated primary (Apps, 2015) and secondary students’ 
(Beckman, 2015) technology practice through exploration of the students’ practice in 




Table 1. Overview of study examples  
 Study One (Apps, 2015) Study Two (Beckman, 2015) 
Research Aims  Investigated primary students’ 
school-based technology practice, 
while paying attention to contextual 
conditions, resources and 
relationships that worked to shape 
their technology practice, skills and 
knowledge. 
Investigated secondary students’ 
technology practices as they 
traversed school and everyday life 
fields, to gain an understanding of 
how students’ perceptions, 
dispositions, and circumstances 
shaped technology practice. 
 
Study design Embedded case study  Embedded case study 
 
Participants  28 primary students (12-13 years 
old, in their final year of primary 
school) 
6 embedded case students 
64 secondary students (13-16 years 
old) from 4 class cases 
12 embedded case students  
4 class teachers 
 
Data collection  Phase 1: Questionnaire and digital 
recording of school-based digital 
skills assessment (all students) 
Phase 2: Semi-structured 
interviews reflecting on digitally 
captured school-based digital 
literacy task (6 embedded case 
students) 
Phase 3: Family technology 
interviews (conducted by all 
students).   
Phase 1: Questionnaire (all 
students), teacher interview 
Phase 2: Technology diaries and 
two semi-structured interviews 
focused on general technology 
practices and reflecting on 
technology diary entries (12 
embedded case students) 
  
Conceptual application 
To employ the theory of practice first requires the researcher to apply the theoretical 
constructs within the field(s) of interest. Thus, the theoretical constructs become a set of 
thinking tools that pay attention to the complex interplay of social structures and 
relationships, which contribute to practice (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). This thinking 
then frames the construction of the research object, throughout the empirical process, by 
focusing on the systematic set of relationships associated with participants, institutions 
and the broader social space (Hardy, 2012). Specifically, habitus requires the research 
focus to be broader than the specific phenomena under investigation (Reay, 2004). To 
accomplish this, the researcher begins with the individual and then moves to the broader 
group under consideration (e.g. class, gender or race) to allow for an understanding of 
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both the subjective (individuals as actively engaged in creating their social worlds) and 
objective (the predefined structure of those worlds) (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). To 
construct a research object, the researcher must identify the forms of valued capital that 
operate in it, and must have a sense of the logic of the field. In the studies described 
here, this meant identifying the valued technological capital within school fields as well 
as within everyday life contexts within which the students operated.  
The conceptual expansion of technological capital (Selwyn, 2004) is particularly 
useful in focusing thinking about the social spaces (fields) in which students’ 
technology practices occur, including how structures within differing home fields work 
to shape technology possibilities. To glean a sense of the logic of such fields, the 
researcher might consider which technological capitals are valued, who holds family 
positions of power, the influence on family practices and how the accumulations of 
capital enable or constrain technology use. While field theory assists the researcher in 
thinking about the objective structures that shape practice, habitus focuses on the 
generative, yet structured, role of actors. Although habitus cannot be directly observed 
in empirical research, it can be ‘apprehended interpretively’ (Reay, 2004, p. 439). Thus, 
these studies focused on students’ technology practices (including likes, time spent, 
purpose, motivation and confidence) and preferences toward certain practices in an 
attempt to understand students’ habitus. Useful questions to frame conceptual thinking 
around young people’s technology habitus could include: What dispositions do students 
have toward digital technologies? Specifically, do students have preferences, 
orientations or inclinations towards certain practices? How do such expressions shape 
technology practices? How have such dispositions been manifested through systematic 
relationships and available capital within the family and broader social class group? Are 
dispositions an individual expression of agency or desire? Significantly, constructing a 
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research object is an iterative process, thus the initial research object should be fluid 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). 
Both study examples applied the theoretical constructs at a conceptual level, in 
the construction of the initial research object. Study One examined primary students’ 
school-based technology practice, skills and knowledge, in context of their home 
technology practices, resources and relationships to gain an understanding of how 
students developed school-based digital literacy (Apps, 2015). Study Two explored 
secondary students’ technology practices at school and outside of school, with a 
particular focus on understanding how and why students used and perceived 
technologies in various ways (Beckman, 2015). Table 2 details the conceptual 
application of the theory of practice in both examples, including habitus and field and 
drawing on Selwyn’s (2004) conceptualisation of technological capital (text directly 
quoted from Selwyn are indicated in italics in Table 2). Both studies focused on the 
interrelated nature of habitus, field and capital to uncover objective conditions, 
resources and dispositions that shape technology practice and possibilities. Such a focus 
allowed for a consideration of the complexity of students’ technology practices and 
associated digital literacies, including the interplay of factors and relationships within 




Table 2. Conceptual application of the theory of practice in study examples 
Construct  Study One (Apps, 2015) Study Two (Beckman, 2015) 
Habitus Personal dispositions (preferences 
and orientation toward the use of 
technology at home and school) 





Circumstances or background, including 
family structure and parents’ and siblings’ 
occupations 
Personal disposition toward technology 
(orientation or inclination toward certain 
technology practices) 
Past and present experiences with 
technology 
Shared beliefs and accepted practices with 
technologies 
Personal beliefs and perceptions about the 




Available technology resources  
Access to technology resources 
Culture of technology use 
Rules and restrictions surrounding 
family and children’s technology 
use 
Position(s) of children and family 
members in regard to technology 
within field within home 
Technology resources available and 
accessible 
Location and distribution of technological 
resources 
Culture of technology use (including 
rules, others’ perceptions and practices)  
Position in the field in relation to 
technological capital  
 Being attuned to the “rules of the game” 
of technology practices 
Economic Material resourcing of students’ home and school environments including 
quality, quantity of equipment and capacity for maintenance and upgrade of 
equipment. 
Social  Networks of ‘technological contacts’ and support including 
family, friends, neighbours, tutors and other ‘significant others’; membership 
of groups/organisations, online help facilities and commercial help lines 
Cultural Embodied - Self interest in investing time into self-improvement of ICT skills 
Active participation in ICT education both formal (within school) and informal 
(outside of school) 
Objectified - Socialisation into technology use and ‘techno-culture’ via techno-
cultural goods (e.g. exposure to ICT via magazines, books and other media), 
family, peers and other agents of socialisation 
Institutionalized - Formal (school) ICT learning 
 
Methodological application 
Bourdieu’s constructs provide a tool capable of capturing a dynamic representation of 
human activity that can be embedded in the design of the study and data collection 
strategy (Grenfell, 2012). Once the researcher constructs the initial research object, 
consideration can be given to the type of data required to apprehend details of 
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participants’ habitus, available capital, embodied and objective field conditions. In both 
study examples the guiding conceptual framework informed the design of the data 
collection strategy and tools.  
Tables 3 and 4 provide an overview of the data collection tools developed for 
each study. Each table details how the guiding conceptual framework informed the 
design and focus of each data collection tool and is followed by a more detailed 
discussion of this process. As discussed earlier, the construction of the research object is 
an iterative process, thus the data collection tools were designed to be open-ended and 




Table 3. Study One (Apps, 2015): Overview of the alignment of data tools and 
theoretical constructs  




Parental occupation  
Available technology resources  
Student practices and 
preferences:  likes, dislikes, 
interests, weekly practices, self-
efficacy  
Student timetable of technology 
use over a one-week period 
 
Location of technology resources 
Family members’ weekly 
practices  
Family timetable of technology 








Habitus, embodied cultural 
capital 
 
Field conditions, objectified 
cultural capital and available 




Digitally captured school-based 
digital literacy assessment 
(functional skills & knowledge 







Explore and explain digitally 
captured school-based digital 
literacy task performance in 
relation to family practices 
 
Habitus, objectified cultural 
capital, social capital and home 





interviews   
Family technology practices and 
values  
Field conditions, objectified 
cultural capital and available 
social capital  
 
In Study One (Apps, 2015), data was collected across three phases. Each was 
designed to capture a subjective representation of students’ school-based digital literacy 
in context of their usual technology practice and relationships. During Phase 1 data was 
collected from one class of students in their final year of primary school and included a 
questionnaire and recorded digital literacy task. These measured students’ digital 
literacy performance in terms of functional skills and knowledge as defined by the 
school curriculum. The task was a regular component of the students’ school work. The 
purpose of the first phase was to explore students’ home technology practices and 
capture a representation of their school-based digital literacy. The questionnaire was 
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open-ended and collected data about students’ family demographics and home 
technology practices and preferences. The school-based digital literacy task was 
digitally captured as a stimulus for student reflection interviews. Phase 2 of the study, 
involved six case students, purposefully selected from the broader sample of students to 
represent a range of digital literacy (capital), as measured in the Phase 1 task, and 
student background data captured in the questionnaire (habitus, field and capital). The 
case students participated in semi-structured reflection interviews using their digitally 
captured digital literacy task as stimulus. The purpose of this phase was to provide 
students with the opportunity to explore and explain their school-based digital literacy 
in context of their broader technology practices. We asked students to reflect on their 
key processes in the task and explain: what they were doing; where and how they had 
learned about the practice in focus; and where else they applied such skills and 
knowledge. Phase 3 of the study involved the class of students. Students conducted 
interviews with their family members about technology practices and preferences 
(habitus), with the purpose of providing further data about their home technology 
experiences to understand the negotiations students made across home and school fields 
when engaging with technologies.   
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Table 4. Study Two (Beckman, 2015): Overview of the alignment of data tools and 
theoretical constructs  




Parental occupation  
Available resources and 
frequency of use 
Student technology practices at 
home and school 
Family members’ technology 
practices  
 




Field conditions, economic 
capital, Habitus 
Habitus, embodied field 
structures and conditions 
Habitus, home field, embodied 
and objectified cultural capital, 
social capital  
Habitus (including dispositions) 
Teacher 
interview 
Student and teacher technology 
practices at school 
Objectified and embodied field 
structured and conditions of the 
school field 






Student technology practices, 
frequency of use and preferences 
How the student learned to use 
computers and the Internet 
Family technology practices 
 
Habitus, cultural capital 
Fields in which students’ use 
technologies 






Student technology practices 
(what, when, where, with whom) 
Habitus, Cultural and social 





Discussion of technology 
practices (technology diary) 
People they use technology with 
Orientation and preferences 
towards technology practices for 
learning and at school 
Habitus, field structures and 
conditions 
Cultural and social capital 
Habitus (disposition), cultural 
and social capital, objectified 
school field structures and 
conditions 
 
Study Two (Beckman, 2015) examined secondary students’ technology practices 
across two phases. Phase 1 of the study collected data from four participating classes, 
including a student questionnaire and teacher interview. The purpose of the first phase 
of the study was to explore the range of students’ practices and begin to characterise 
their fields of technology practice, particularly school and home fields of technology 
use. The questionnaire items focused on students’ backgrounds, including information 
about their family members and their technology practices, their access to and use of 
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technologies at home and school, and their perspectives about themselves as technology 
users and the use of technology for learning. The teacher interviews provided rich detail 
about technology practices in the school field, including how they integrated technology 
into learning and how the teacher valued technology. Phase 2 of the study involved 12 
students, purposefully selected from the broader group to represent a range of student 
backgrounds (habitus and capital) and technology practices. Phase 2 of the study 
comprised one-on-one interviews with each student to explore data from the 
questionnaire in more depth. Following this, students used a diary to record all their 
technology practices over a two-week period. Finally, the practices recorded in the diary 
were used as a stimulus for a final one-on-one semi-structured interview. The purpose 
of this phase of the study was to provide rich detail of students’ technology practice, 
including details of their home and school contexts and disposition.  
Overall, the methods used in the two studies allowed the researchers to capture a 
subjective and objective representation of students’ technology practice and highlight 
the ways that both contextual factors and individual agency worked to constrain, enable 
or transform technology practice or school-based digital literacy within, between and 
across fields.  
 
Methodological considerations  
While the methodological approach of the two studies outlined captured a detailed 
understanding of student technology practice according to field, the scope of these 
studies does not represent a complete depiction of student technology practice, nor a full 
application of Bourdieu’s theoretical constructs. The nature of the researcher’s 
involvement in the research process inevitability limits the researcher’s sociological 
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gaze in some way (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), and thus determines the construction 
of the research object and aspects of the research design. 
The research object defined by the researchers in both case study examples, 
focus only on a segment of technology practice. For example, Study One focused 
specifically on students’ home and school fields to understand their school-based digital 
literacy. In defining the research object, additional fields were considered, yet given the 
young age of participants and the limited fields in which they interact a focus on home 
and school was taken. Further, the focus of the study was detailing a deeper 
understanding of the ways that participants’ home technology experiences shaped their 
school-based digital literacy, thus data collection tools were focused on home and 
school fields. Similarly, Study Two, explored students’ technology practices, with a 
particular focus on providing understanding of students’ practice that may inform 
technology practice in formal education settings. The study was concerned only with 
digital technologies (e.g. computing hardware/devices, games consoles and hand-held 
games machines, computer software and online services), and thus excluded other forms 
of technology. In addition, the study acknowledged the influence of other field 
participants (such as teachers, peers and family) on students’ technology practices, 
evidenced by the collection of data on teachers’ technology practices. For example, 
while the interview methods only captured a segment of teachers’ use and perceptions 
of technology for learning, the focus of this approach was to provide a more holistic 
understanding of how teachers’ practices may shape students’ technology practices.  
The data collection tools (see Tables 3 and 4), informed by the theory of practice 
to capture contextual factors shaping technology practice, were not a complete 
representation of each theoretical construct. For example, in Study One habitus 
informed the design of data collection tools in terms of disposition or inclination 
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towards the use of digital technologies, yet this is only one aspect of how Bourdieu 
defines habitus. Similarly, home and school fields were explored through semi-
structured interviews in both study examples, it was not the intention of the researchers 
to cover all structuring field conditions, instead interview protocols provided prompts, 
which allowed varying details to be offered by participants  
Analytic application 
The analytical application of the theory of practice provides a lens through which to 
understand the physical, social and cultural aspects of human activity to highlight the 
underlying logic of practice (Beckman et al., 2018; Lareau, 1997; Reay, 1998). In both 
study examples analysis begun at the individual construct level. This was followed by 
the construction of student profiles that integrated data from each construct, and allowed 
for analysis of the dynamic interrelationships of students’ home and school fields that 
shaped practice. Profiles were then compared for common characteristics and 
differences. This stage of analysis is focused on developing categories that differentiate 
between students and groups of students (Hardy, 2012). For example, a shared 
inclination towards a certain technology practice or exposure to a wide variety of 
technology practices at home. Following this, analyses focused on positioning students 
and groups of students in relation to the broader social field, which in both studies was 
schooling and education. This iterative process allowed students’ technology practices 
to be reconsidered at the individual level after consideration of the role of the broader 
social positioning on practice (Hardy, 2012; Reay, 2004).  
To accomplish this iterative analysis Study One compiled student profiles, 
which were compared for common characteristics. Two key categories emerged from 
this analysis revealing different configurations of capital, dispositions and home field 
conditions. Common characteristics in the first category included students’ school-
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based digital literacy performance and parental occupation group. The majority of 
students from working class families were outscored by their peers from middle class 
families. Commonly, these students experienced technology practice for leisure and 
access to technologically unskilled networks of support (social capital) in the family 
home. While their middle-class peers experienced a broader set of technology practices 
for work and leisure with access to skilled networks of support within the family home. 
The second category was constituted of several profiles, which did not neatly fit this 
parental occupation pattern typical of large scale patterns of digital inequality (OECD, 
2015). This analysis illustrated the differences that existed between students’ 
experiences and orientation to technologies (and those of their families) and, 
importantly, the strategies they embodied that worked to constrain, enable or transform 
school-based digital literacy. 
Study Two focused on an analysis of the fields of students’ technology practices. 
To accomplish this, analysis of the teachers’ and students’ (including students accounts 
of their peers) objectified field conditions, positions of power, rules and cultures of 
technology practice, provided a grounding through which to profile and understand 
individual students’ technology practice. Following this students’ profiles were 
compared, focusing on differences and similarities in students’ habitus and capital. 
Profiles were then analysed in context of the broader school field with a focus on the 
relationships between physical, individual and social factors that shaped how and why 
students use technology. The findings of this study demonstrate that students’ 
technology practice was varied. Structured by their habitus, students were inclined to 
use technologies with which they had some familiarity or to which they had some 
exposure, based on their experiences at home and school and the likelihood of achieving 
the desired outcome. This exposure to certain practices and experiences with 
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technologies shaped students’ disposition towards certain uses of technology. 
Furthermore, the findings demonstrated that those students with networks of 
technological contacts and support, and a culture of technology use that was aligned 
with the school field were more likely to embrace technology practices for learning. 
Overall, analysis of these findings illustrates that students’ technology practice are 
social and shaped by the participants, systems and structures within the field. 
The central goal of Bourdieu’s theory of practice is to uncover structures and 
mechanisms that work to ensure either reproduction or transformation (Bourdieu & 
Richardson, 1986). The structures and systems of the school field are important 
considerations, not only to understand technology practices, but also to understand 
variations in students’ technology practices and potential effects on student learning. 
The analysis presented in the two study examples demonstrated how the habitus and 
capital accumulation of some students were aligned with, and thus legitimised by the 
school field. While other students’ habitus and capital had less or no currency in the 
school field. Study One illuminated the ways that such matches of habitus and capital 
between home and school were not strictly associated with family background. 
Importantly, such an approach offers educational technology researchers with the 
potential to look beyond a binary view to consider the factors behind patterns of 
inequality in digital skills and knowledge. While revealing the ways that students’ 
technology practice is both enabled and constrained by individual and contextual factors 
both inside and outside of school. Understanding of the enabling and constraining 
factors may allow researchers and educators to design more transformative technology 
based learning experiences “to redefine the game and the moves which permit one to 
win in it” (Bourdieu, 1988, p. 172).  
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Opportunities for action 
The theory of practice provides a sociological lens for thinking about digital 
inequalities, as well as a set of practical research tools for exploring technology 
practices through empirical investigations. As the constructs have been criticised 
for being inaccessible, the central aim of this paper was to provide educational 
technology researchers with an accessible introduction to the theory as a set of 
empirical tools. The two studies presented in this paper provide examples of a 
practical approach to the application of the theory of practice in educational 
technology research. Operationalised as research tools, the theoretical constructs 
offer the potential to frame a more robust critical research agenda to uncover 
details of structure and agency in shaping technology practices that challenge 
educators and policy makers to bring about change. We invite educational 
technology researchers to engage with Bourdieu’s theory of practice to explore 
children and young people’s diverse technology practices. Importantly, we urge 
that sharing approaches to research designs, methodologies and analyses framed 
by theory is crucial in enabling further development and critique. 
Practically, knowledge gained through theoretically informed research is 
critical for researchers, governments, schools and teachers. This understanding 
should form the basis of sound educational change that caters for all students 
through meaningful-situated connections designed to build capitals and increase 
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